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			Preface

			I never intended to leave my country—but life had a different plan for me, and as it happened, I was destined to live and work in many places. Thus, my life became a story of accidents, adventures, excitement, and twists of fate. In other words, my story is a tapestry of interconnected memories, weaving together the essence of my life’s journey. It highlights pivotal events and meaningful moments, illustrating a continuous cycle that traces my path from where I began to where I ultimately find myself. The stories in this book are based on my recollections to the best of my memory, and I acknowledge that they may not capture the full scope of events as they truly unfolded.

			I emerged from Africa as a refugee, embarking on a journey that led me to Europe in pursuit of a new life. Over the course of many years, I navigated the challenges I faced and eventually secured a job, enabling me to establish a relatively stable existence. Ultimately I married, found employment in an international organisation, and became a parent, all while traversing eight different African countries and the Caribbean. Finally, I reached retirement age and returned to where I started—Ethiopia. But between these different stages of my life, many coincidences, trials, and thrilling stories unfolded which I felt needed to be told.

			

			My misfortune started when my home country saw a military coup, and my ultimate fate as a refugee would lead to life as an immigrant. The question lingered within me: was it mere luck that guided me to places and occupations fraught with challenges, or was my life under some inexplicable spell?

			Many of my compatriots from my home country and other African nations struggle in Europe and other parts of the world as refugees and immigrants, challenged by unfavourable work conditions and difficulties in life in general. Though my narrative spans four decades, it resonates with many contemporary realities. Conquering language barriers, combating racial discrimination, cultural differences and prevailing in the face of fierce competition for employment are formidable yet surmountable encounters. My stories stand as a testament, inviting others like me to share their diverse experiences across various times, places, and conditions.

			I have benefitted from the rich experiences of taking up difficult jobs, going to far-flung places, and undertaking arduous travels. I took necessary opportunities when my choices were limited. To work and live in the context of different cultures, accept and accommodate their values, live through upheavals in society, and confront dangerous situations were all the consequences of the choices I made. The stories in this book speak to the need to take bold steps in life, with all the risks involved.

			

			Since departing my homeland, living in various societies, engaging with individuals from all walks of life, and acquiring new languages in both professional and personal spheres have proven to be the most enriching aspects of my journey. Navigating the complexities of raising children with an Indian wife in different societies has cast us as ‘third-culture kids’, injecting our lives with the dynamics of diversity. The friendships forged across cultures endure as cherished bonds: a testament to the lasting impact of the life I have led.

		

	
		
			A Country Far Away (July 1990)

			It was the end of 1989. After spending three years in Nigeria with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), I received a new assignment from the International Labour Organisation (ILO) asking me to go to Fiji, a picturesque South Pacific nation comprising three hundred small islands. With a population of only seven hundred thousand, it stood in stark contrast to the African countries where I had previously been stationed. Fiji at the time was riven by conflict between the Fijians and Indian settlers, and I was surprised that I was thinking of going, given that my wife was of Indian origin. So, when I was assigned instead to Trinidad and Tobago, where Indians and African settlers make up three quarters of the population, I was relieved. Trinidad and Tobago (T&T) is known for its pristine beaches, abundant forests, diverse population, and political stability, and it appeared to be an ideal setting for both work and life. Little did I anticipate that this haven of peace and tranquillity would soon face unexpected challenges. After arriving in T&T, I realised I was about to witness a historic moment. I couldn’t help but wonder if my presence had somehow jinxed the country, recalling my experiences in Ethiopia and Sudan during their attempts at government change.

		

	
		
			

			Earthquake: A Wakeup Call

			We were fast asleep when suddenly our bed started to shake. I wasn’t sure whether I was dreaming or if it was really happening, so I forced myself to fully wake up. When the tremors had stopped, I paced our bedroom. I went to the window and tried to look outside. The whole city was in a deep sleep. Later in the morning, when I checked the newspaper, I found that, true enough, there had been a minor earthquake during the night. Unbelievable! I was thousands of kilometres away from home, where none of my countrymen would ever hear my cry for help.

			Trinidad serves as the headquarters for the ILO office overseeing the Caribbean countries, a role I had undertaken seven months earlier. Managing responsibilities across twenty-one countries in the Caribbean necessitated constant travel. At the time, I had found myself journeying to Santo Domingo alongside Trinidadian government officials, tasked with attending a continental conference on international tourism. My heart was heavy because I was leaving behind my six-month-pregnant wife and our eight-month-old baby. I asked my colleagues and the few friends I had made there to check on my family during my absence.

		

	
		
			

			Santo Domingo

			We were flying to Santo Domingo, the capital city of the Dominican Republic. Joaquín Balaguer, who had won the presidential elections seven times, ruled with an iron fist. He first came to power in 1966, with the help of twenty thousand American soldiers sent to drive out the leftists who (with the support of Fidel Castro) were planning to take control of the country. Balaguer, a man of profound education, had held various positions during the Trujillo era, reaching the esteemed position of deputy prime minister. Historically, he was recognised for embodying a paternal presence while maintaining firm control. During our stay, it was evident that the citizens refrained from expressing any negative sentiments about their leader. Glaucoma had rendered him blind a few years before we arrived, but he was still able to run the country.

			The Dominican Republic is the only country in the world where larimar, the precious blue stone, is found. It is easily available on the market throughout the country. Another feature that makes the Dominican Republic unique is that the Bible is a symbol on its flag. Santo Domingo is one of the oldest American cities and is registered by UNESCO as a heritage site.

		

	
		
			

			Return Trip... or so we Thought

			The conference we attended focused on the Caribbean tourism sector, addressing the pressing challenges it faces and exploring strategies to protect the numerous workers employed in the industry. After a week-long conference, we set out to fly back to Trinidad via Puerto Rico. We landed at the airport and boarded an 8pm flight. As soon as we took our seats, the BWIA Trinidad Airways pilot made an announcement: 

			Dear passengers, we are sorry to inform you that our flight to Trinidad has been cancelled due to the latest news we have received regarding social unrest. We kindly ask you to disembark and consult the airline’s staff members for further instructions.

			Who would have imagined that Trinidad would ever experience turmoil? As far as everybody knew, the nation was stable. They were famous for being busy for six months of the year while they prepared for and celebrated their annual carnival, and then peaceful for the remainder while they recovered from it. The situation was reminiscent of the one that compelled me to leave my homeland years ago, and it struck me profoundly. The Trinidadians around me mirrored my disbelief; their expressions conveyed shock and astonishment at the unexpected turn of events.

			Upon disembarking the plane, locating airline staff within the bustling airport proved to be a challenging task. A sizable group of over a hundred individuals, including myself, stood impatiently awaiting further instructions. Just before midnight, the airline manager explained that we would spend the night in Puerto Rico and reconvene at the airport the following morning. They said there were not enough hotel rooms in the city, and we were advised to pair up to share a room. I ended up with a senior Trinidadian woman who was a government official. I passed through passport control, showing my UN passport, while the lady showed her British passport with an American visa—we were among those lucky enough to have the correct documents to enter Puerto Rico. We headed to a hotel, where the lady and I were directed to a room with two beds.

			By then, it was almost three in the morning. We were supposed to return to the airport by seven. I’ll never forget those four bare hours of sleep. The lady snored loudly. Despite burying my head under the pillow, it was impossible to drift off. Finally the morning came, and at 6:30am we went down and had a cup of tea before heading back to the airport.

			Despite our efforts to arrive early, a disheartening sight awaited us at the airport. A lengthy queue had already formed. Many passengers lacking the requisite American visa were forced to endure an overnight stay within the airport premises. They were the first to line up, their predicament highlighting the complexities of the situation. Ultimately, we were informed that those destined for Trinidad could only be transported to the nearest accessible country, which happened to be Barbados. We had no choice—all we could do was accept and board the plane. 

			We set out on our journey and arrived in Barbados at 1pm. I got off the plane, passed through the immigration checkpoints, and found our organisation’s director waiting for us. He was stranded in Barbados, and had come to the airport to facilitate hotel accommodation for all the staff on mission and all those caught up in this turmoil. I didn’t even have enough cash on me for the room. In those days, we were issued only traveller’s cheques, and it never crossed my mind to carry a credit card.

		

	
		
			

			Coup d’état... an Attempt

			On Friday July 27, 1990, in Port of Spain (the capital city of Trinidad and Tobago), over a hundred armed people claiming to be followers of Jamaat al-Muslimeen seized the house of parliament, known as the Red House, and the national television broadcast station. Entering the parliament, they apprehended the prime minister in the midst of his speech, along with members of the cabinet, essentially abducting the entire government. The prime minister refused to command a military retreat, and was shot below the knee as a consequence. 

			A twenty-four-hour curfew was imposed. The country’s borders were closed, and flights in and out of the country were banned. Unprepared, people were told to go home. The next morning, people were allowed to go out for a short time to buy food. Trinidad is a crude oil producer. The crisis led to plummeting oil prices, which significantly impacted the nation’s economy, causing inflation and unemployment. This economic vulnerability was an opportune situation for Jamaat al-Muslimeen and its followers, who harboured deep resentment against the government.

			A week before the attempted coup, the government forcefully evicted this group from the parcel of land in the city they had illegally occupied. The day the parliament was seized, shops were ransacked and properties vandalised as never seen before. Lawlessness reigned. The chaos lasted six days, and only ended when the government promised it would forgive the perpetrators. But the government failed to honour that commitment and instead incarcerated them, accusing them of attempting a coup d’état. It wasn’t until two years later that the rebels were released on the grounds of that previous promise. Over the years, the central theme of many carnival calypso songs has revolved around that coups d’état. Calypso, an Afro-Caribbean musical genre, is known for its topical lyrics that comment on societal issues and current events.

		

	
		
			

			We Came Back!

			Following a weekend in Bridgetown, the capital of Barbados, a noteworthy announcement came at noon on Monday. Government and UN officials who had been abroad were permitted to return. A dedicated plane awaited us. Upon landing in Trinidad, our initial survey from the aircraft revealed a scene reminiscent of a battlefield: a stark contrast to what we had left behind in Barbados. The number of soldiers and the type of weapons they were carrying was frightening. It was clear from the soldiers’ severe expressions that the country was in a huge crisis. When we disembarked, all military personnel had their weapons aimed at us. We saw soldiers on the roof of the airport, flat on their stomachs with their weapons ready to fire. It’s important to remember that three days later, the cabinet members were still being held hostage in the House of Parliament. Once we got off the plane and our identities were checked, we were put in groups and escorted to our residence areas by the country’s soldiers and UN 
security personnel. 

			There was not a single person on the streets, and we were driven to our destinations at high speed. Once we reached home, we did not go out for a whole week. Given the widespread looting, we found it necessary to organise into groups and conduct patrols in our neighbourhoods. We took measures to secure our surroundings by cordoning off the road leading to our community and restricting entry to individuals unknown to us. While I was away, my colleagues had taken the trouble to provide my family with grocery items and milk for my daughter. On my return, I myself was able to venture out twice to go to the supermarket during the days we were restricted to our home.

			In an effort to ensure fairness and equitable distribution, a rule was established allowing the purchase of only one item at a time. Merchants were constrained to selling only existing stock, as they could not restock their shelves. The quest for essential items (such as milk) prompted residents to swiftly form queues whenever news of availability circulated. After those difficult days, normalcy gradually returned, though it took weeks to restore order. Notably, in the vicinity of our residence on the nearby hill, a significant population of low-income individuals were encountering enormous problems. Once things settled, the police went from house to house searching for stolen material. Strangely enough, most of the looted items were found there—including fridges, stoves, washing machines, and construction equipment. Seeing such huge things being carried down from the mountain was amazing. It was obvious that they did not steal the things to use personally, but to sell them. Most of the items recovered were still sealed and intact in their boxes.

			

		

	
		
			

			So... to the Tune of Calypso

			Coming directly from Nigeria, I wasn’t that happy to be so far away from Africa. Since my brothers and sisters lived in America, I had somehow imagined I would be able to see them very often. Still, I thought my new post was in the right place and believed that my wife and I would enjoy the country. Whenever we went to the market carrying our five-month-old baby, we would hear people saying, “What a beautiful Dougla!” which we later found out meant a child of African and Indian parents. It was quite intriguing that, upon revealing my African origin to the locals, their initial curiosity quickly gave way to a subtle disconnect from any strong association with Africa. The newer generation of individuals of African descent tends to have only a superficial understanding of their heritage and comfortably embrace their identity as Trinidadian, often viewing it as their primary cultural affiliation. Despite this peculiar reaction, their overall warmth eventually made us feel accepted.

			What made Trinidad and Tobago so special was their annual carnival celebration. Carnival is celebrated every year before Ash Wednesday. Over that time, no one goes to work for three or four days in a row (even though the holiday is not officially declared by the government). People wear colourful costumes and masks, play calypso music, and dance in the streets.

			

			Calypso, originating from Trinidad, is a type of music created by West African slaves who used it to express their protest and their grief. In those days, slaves were neither allowed to speak to each other nor even think about their country of origin. They used calypso songs to communicate, express their sorrow, insult their masters indirectly, and reminisce about the country which was taken away from them, forcing them to begin new lives as slaves in an unfamiliar land.

			In modern days, calypso is used for criticising politicians and expressing disdain for the rich, thereby serving as the voice of the oppressed. The music genre provides an outlet for expressing sentiments that are typically suppressed in ordinary circumstances. Over the carnival, it becomes a platform for people to vent their frustrations. Politicians typically choose to maintain a discreet presence at this time, recognising it as a cathartic release for the public. They know this helps to prevent public protest. The people claim that they kill their enemies with the help of their deep, meaningful calypso songs.

			Although my mission spanned twenty-one countries, my primary base was in Port of Spain, the capital of Trinidad and Tobago. The go-to spot for relaxation was undoubtedly the sandy shore of the coast. Accompanied by my wife and our baby daughter, we frequently visited the serene Maracas Beach, making it our preferred destination to spend leisurely days. We loved eating the famous ‘bake and shark’ dish, a fried fish wrap served with vegetables and hot spices on the side. The first time my friend took me to Maracas, I was terrified of the very narrow and steep road and was sure I would never be able to drive there myself. To my surprise, a week later I was not only at the wheel speeding through, but also managing to drive on the left!

			On Sunday afternoons, four of us compatriots met at the Ethiopian Orthodox Church clergyman’s house to play Dama, a game similar to Macala. Dama, also known as Gebeta, is a traditional Ethiopian table game that offers a captivating challenge for two players. The game is played on a board featuring two rows of twelve pits each, with each pit initially containing two seeds. Players take turns selecting one of their pits, removing all the seeds from it, and then sowing them counterclockwise into the adjacent pits. A turn concludes when the last seed is placed in an empty pit. The clergyman was sent from Ethiopia during the Emperor Haile Selassie era to run an Orthodox church in the city called Arouca, while another clergyman was sent to look after the church in Tobago. When the military regime took power in Ethiopia, the churches were left with no support from the government. The dedicated Trinidadians, though few in number, felt compelled to support the church, ensuring the continued presence of the two clergymen in the country. During my daughter’s baptism, the resonant melodies of Amharic hymns filled the air, skilfully sung by Trinidadian deacons.

		

	
		
			

			A Witty Friend

			I was in Bridgetown, the capital of Barbados, for a UN continental conference when I met an Iraqi friend from the New York headquarters. Our paths had crossed years ago in Nigeria. Once a high-ranking Iraqi government official, he had now assumed the role of a consultant at the UN, based in London. His next milestone was to become Iraq’s inaugural ambassador to the UK following the overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime. A few years before, while I was recuperating from a small surgical operation in London, he had come to visit me. Now, we met here in Barbados 
by coincidence.

			I was told that one of the head of the UN office in Barbados was a British woman married to an Ethiopian. When I finally met her husband, he mentioned that at the time of Emperor Haile Selassie’s era, that he was married to the daughter of an Ethiopian aristocrat. For their wedding, they had a fourteen-tier wedding cake flown in from abroad. This lavish wedding was highly condemned, as it took place during a time of famine. He told me that he left the country after the fall of the imperial regime and started a new life abroad. I asked him if there were other Ethiopians in Barbados, and he gave me the number of a UN official living there.

			The following day, I reached out to the official, and his enthusiastic response promised an evening pick-up from my hotel after his work. True to his word, he arrived and chauffeured me to his residence outside the city. As he navigated the Volvo through the narrow streets with finesse, I couldn’t help but admire his adept handling of such a sizable vehicle in those confined spaces. At some point, he asked me which part of Ethiopia I was from, and I told him I was born and raised in Jimma. He described a very witty friend of his who lived there—when I told him the man he described was my father, he almost let go of the steering wheel! At his home he introduced me to his wife. The distinct cadence of Amharic in her speech immediately revealed that the woman wasn’t raised in Ethiopia but in a foreign country where Amharic was not spoken. To my surprise, I found myself savouring an Ethiopian meal of injera and shiro (a staple food in Ethiopia, injera is a sour flatbread of teff flour; shiro is a stew made of chickpeas or other beans). It had been half a year since I last enjoyed injera, and I asked where they had sourced it. They told me that their children, who lived in Canada, would bring it whenever they visited. 

			Around ten in the evening, the couple drove me back to my hotel. There I saw the Ethiopian man who had recommended that I meet the UN official waiting for me in the lobby. He wanted to spend some time together. I couldn’t help but ask him about the backgrounds of the people I’d had dinner with. He mentioned that the man was the head of the Gondar Medical College in Ethiopia during the imperial time, and that his first wife was a foreigner. Then, later on, he married a woman who grew up abroad and was from the royal family. Many years later, I told my father the story, and he confirmed they were close friends.

		

	
		
			

			A Job Interrupted... Just in a Year

			The UN organisation I was posted to had its regional main office in Trinidad and was responsible for twenty-one Caribbean countries. My responsibility centred on orchestrating capacity-building programmes for organised members of cooperative societies involved in service provision and production businesses. Upon my arrival in Trinidad, I discovered that my boss was the same Jamaican colleague I had worked alongside in Nigeria.

			Because of him, I left the region without ever visiting the big island, Jamaica. Every time there was a mission there, he would go so that he could also visit his family. He would send me to various other parts of the Caribbean instead, which was useful for me since it allowed me to gain experience and become familiar with the different Caribbean countries. Before my posting, a Belgian counterpart managed the activities. He visited me a month after my arrival, having initiated a new regional programme. We reminisced about watching the release of Mr Mandela after twenty-seven years in prison together. Remarkably, over thirty four years had passed, and our friendship continues to endure to this day. The regional programme, with financial support from the Belgian government, thrived under 
his initial efforts. 

			At this regional office of the ILO in the Caribbean, I served as an assistant to the regional advisor for cooperatives. In my role, I collaborated closely with the regional advisor while also following directives from the director. My experience in Nigeria with the structures and requirements of UN development-programme project cycles proved valuable in my new job. The ILO’s director recognised this, and asked me to work for him for certain hours. I was open to the arrangement as long as it didn’t interfere with my primary responsibilities. However, my boss (the regional adviser) disagreed, and submitted a complaint about the director to headquarters.

			In response to the director’s request to add me as a permanent staff member, headquarters informed him that their budget limitations would not allow for this. Instead, they permitted him to engage a local individual. This development raised concerns for me, signalling that the likelihood of securing a permanent position within the organisation was low. I had no choice but to start looking for another job right away. Although my contract was valid for another year and a half, I could resign in advance if I found a more promising post.

		

	
		
			

			Looking for a Job Once Again

			When it became evident that my tenure within the organisation might be shorter than anticipated (and just six months after initially joining), I promptly initiated a search for alternative employment. Maintaining confidentiality about my intentions was imperative. Shortly thereafter, I discovered that Plan International, an organisation offering opportunities for deputy directors in various countries, had open positions. I applied with high hopes, since I had enough experience. In less than a month, I was called for an interview. I was asked to fly to Miami, where a hotel room was booked for me in the airport itself, and where an interview would take place at breakfast the next morning. As instructed, I went down and met the senior staff member of Plan International who would be conducting the interview. He asked me several questions, and I answered them all as best I could. He said they would contact me soon, and then he left for another country. A week after I returned to Trinidad, I was invited to Long Island for another interview. To get there, I had to pass through the main airport of LaGuardia in New York and then take a smaller plane. 

			Upon my evening arrival on Long Island, a taxi awaited to transport me to my designated hotel. My recollection of the comfortable accommodation remains vivid, and I particularly remember I had a restful stay. Adhering to the given instructions while awaiting morning transportation, I saw a man (who I guessed to be Ethiopian) chain-smoking. I went over and told him where I was from. He was delighted, and said he was also from Ethiopia. We sat down, and he started telling me his story. He was the deputy ambassador in the Ethiopian Embassy in London, and for many years he had also served as the substitute ambassador. He retrieved a photograph capturing a moment with Queen Elizabeth II from his file, and shared it with me. Disenchanted with the Ethiopian military government, he had sought refuge in the US, having been granted political asylum. While we waited, two others joined us: one American and one British. A car was dispatched to transport us to the organisation’s headquarters, where four directors were ready to meet with us. We were each interviewed for thirty minutes by each director. We were told there would be a written exam in the afternoon, so we had to sit and wait. At the end of the afternoon, they told us they would let us know our results in a few days. We headed to our hotel. 
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